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Natural Disasters, State Response Capacity and Political Legitimacy: 
Assessing the 1985 Earthquake in Mexico City 
 
Alba Aguilera Crivelli 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Natural disasters are part of the existence in modern life. In a state based society, the 
impact of these catastrophic events may have an important effect not only in the 
population, but also implications for the country in relation with the international 
community. In this context, this work analyzes the challenges and opportunities of natural 
disasters from the perspective of the role of the state and its relationship with the civil 
society, putting an accent in the role of the international aid. For this purpose, the 
Mexican 1985 earthquake is provided as a case study to deepen the analysis.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
Natural disasters have the trait that can rarely be predicted.1 In a sense, although 
technology has evolved and risk zones have been defined, the unpredictability about 
nature events still remains as a mystery. In particular, the occurrence of earthquakes is 
sudden and the size of their consequences practically uncertain. Also, the effects of such 
natural events are extremely visible and produce a state of shock among the population.  
 
In September 19th, 1985, Mexico City woke up in shock. At 7:19 in the morning an 8.1 
magnitude earthquake struck the main city in the country. As a highly seismic area, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 It is important to establish that this unpredictability refers to the lack of technology capable of predicting 
the exact moment a natural disaster will strike and measuring its consequences.  
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Mexico was used to eventualities such as earthquakes,2 so at first many of its inhabitants 
did not really understand the magnitude of this particular event. However, the 
consequences were far more devastating than ever before and the state was far from being 
prepared. Although initially the government declared that the situation was “complicated 
but under control”,3 the reality was that the government would face one of the definitive 
political and social events in the Mexican twentieth century. The wounds that the 1985’s 
earthquake would leave in the Mexican population would lead to a reconstruction not 
only of the city but also of the society. 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to analyze the political and social consequences that an 
unexpected natural disaster —such as a major earthquake— can produce in a state 
regarding its response capacity and its relationship with the society. In this analysis, the 
study case of Mexico’s earthquake in 1985 will be used as it provides a complete and 
complex framework to work with, regarding both aspects. The main focus will be to 
discuss whether the short and medium term effects caused by the earthquake were the 
genesis for other long-term changes in Mexican society.  
 
First, a theoretical framework regarding the relationship between natural disasters and 
social movements will be addressed. In order to illustrate this idea, several examples of 
this relationship will be presented. Secondly, the Mexican case study will be discussed 
considering the initial aftermath of the earthquake. Later, considering the case study, the 
findings regarding the impact on the state and the social consequences of natural 
disasters, as well as possible explanations of its ulterior effects in the society will be 
analyzed. Finally, an examination of the challenges and opportunities for the state and its 
society as a consequence of a natural disaster would be assessed.   
 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Two major events had occurred in the “recent” past in Mexico City. The first one, a 7.7 magnitude 
earthquake, in July 28, 1957, that collapsed the Independence monument (Ángel de la Independencia), and 
a 7.6 magnitude event, in March 14, 1979, that destroyed one of the most important Mexican universities 
(Universidad Iberoamericana). 
3  United Nations Disaster Relief Office Report 85/2035, September 20th, 1985.  
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Chapter 1 
 
The Politics of a Natural Disaster 
 
 
Natural disasters appeal to the basis of human instincts. Besides from being impossible to 
positively predict, natural disasters are socially democratic. In general, there are no social 
classes or special considerations when it comes to how population might be affected by a 
major natural event.4 Likewise, the emotional and tangible effects of a natural disaster are 
immediate. Facing necessity, the population first response is to turn to the state looking 
for relief and aid. When the state is unwilling, unable or incapable to respond in a 
satisfactory way to the emergency and the population commences to suffer, the 
consequences may affect directly the legitimacy of the state and might result into a shift 
in the status quo.  
 
According to the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Society a 
disaster can be defined as a “threatening event, or probability of occurrence of a 
potentially damaging phenomenon within a given time period and area.” 5  This 
international organization also divides disasters into two kinds. The first category is the 
natural hazards.6 These hazards consist of a natural event that occurs in a sudden or 
predictable way. This category includes events such as earthquakes, tsunamis, extreme 
temperatures, plagues, etc. The second category is the technological or man-made 
hazards. These are phenomena caused by the direct intervention of man, such as conflicts, 
displaced populations, industrial accidents, etc. 7 Although both kinds of disasters have a 
direct effect in society, natural hazards have a more immediate and visible effect towards 
the population.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Nevertheless, it is important to take into account that lower income population is constantly more affected 
by the natural events. This situation is related to the constructive features and specific location of low-
income housing zones, which make them more vulnerable to earthquakes, hurricanes, and floods.  
5 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. https://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-
do/disaster-management/about-disasters/definition-of-hazard/ 
6 For the purpose of this work, the natural hazard definition will be used, as an earthquake is considered as 
a natural event.  
7 https://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-do/disaster-management/about-disasters/definition-of-hazard/ 
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Considering these definitions some ideas should be highlighted towards the next section 
of this work. First, although disasters can be predicted up to a certain point, their 
consequences, magnitude and exact moment of occurrence still remains uncertain. States 
can be prepared to a certain extent —for instance, by conducting preventive activities 
among population, implementing appropriate construction codes, or creating financial 
mechanisms to deal with material losses—, but there is no assurance that they will be 
able to react in a timely manner and be able to compensate all of the damage, if there is 
so, by themselves. Therefore, the effect of the international response is an important 
factor in these particular situations.  
 
Secondly, the effects of a natural disaster have to be considered in several levels. The 
event will not only affect the state and the population in a physical way, but also will 
create a dynamic in which the state’s capabilities will be put into test and the population 
will respond accordingly. When considering the state’s capabilities, two levels of analysis 
can be taken into consideration: the national and the international level. On the other 
hand, regarding the society, it is important to consider the context in which the natural 
disaster occurs. Therefore, a further examination of the social changes that might be 
produced as a consequence of the natural disaster has to be taken into account.  
 
Finally, the extended aftermath of the event and the healing process should also be 
analyzed. When confronting the immediate response towards a disaster, usually the 
aftermath is not fully considered. This comprises an important part of the disaster’s 
attention and will be the basis of the medium and long-term relationship between the state 
and its society. Therefore, the aftermath includes not only the reconstruction process, but 
also the internal social consequences that might have been created or exacerbated by the 
event. In this sense, it is important for the states to be aware of the consequences of the 
immediate response, as well as of the subsequent reconstruction and social healing 
process in a natural disaster. The initial response, that involves the state’s reaction 
capacities, will, most likely, shape the ulterior relationship with its population. 
  
a) Unpredictability of a natural disaster and the state’s ability to be prepared 
 
Considering the unpredictability of natural disasters, some states —particularly the 
developed economies and some other countries highly exposed to natural perils— have 
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created systems regarding emergencies. These preparation systems, up to an extent, can 
be measured by the response capacity they create after an emergency. To further analyze 
this idea, the 6.0 earthquake that left nearly 1,000 deaths and 35,000 people homeless in 
Colombia in 1999 comes as an excellent example. Taking into account the economic 
importance of the affected area,8 it can be established that the response of the government 
should have been more immediate and effective. There was a lack of coordination 
between the federal and local government (CEPAL, 14), which was the cause of 
unnecessary human suffering. The aid provided was insufficient, as only 24% of the 
affected population could be relocated in a shelter (CEPAL, 12). The consequences for 
the Colombian state of this lack of coordination and effectiveness were high. The 
economy suffered9 from the lack of a timely response and several conflicts between 
scared and frustrated citizens and the state’s forces appeared (Brancati, 724). However, it 
is important to consider other factors that might have also contributed to the slowdown of 
the Colombian economy after the earthquake. For example, since the late 80s Colombia 
had shifted towards a liberal economic model (Álvarez, 96). This fact, combined with the 
decrease of the international coffee prices during the 90s10 and the effects of the 
earthquake, might have also added stress to the Colombian economy.  
 
Besides, the poor response from the Colombian government ultimately led to create an 
even tenser environment with the leading rebel groups11 in the country. Nevertheless, as a 
change of pace, the earthquake was also useful as a fuel towards peace negotiations 
between the government and these groups, even though these negotiations were 
conducted in a much more complex political environment (Bracanti, 725). 
 
Although in the case of the Colombian earthquake its consequences eventually 
contributed to the reconstruction process of the social structure, the inability of the state 
to respond adequately and in a timely manner in a vital economic zone not only 
exacerbated the political environment, but also created a significant economic decline for 
the country. If the state would have been better prepared to face such a natural disaster, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 The main affected cities were Armenia and Pereira. These cities are part of Colombia’s coffee-growing 
axis.  
9 According to the World Bank, the Colombian GDP rate of growth in 1998 was 0.6% and, by 1999, the 
GDP dropped by -4.2%. http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?page=2 
10 According to the Ministry of Agriculture, other non-traditional exports, such as petroleum, had already 
displaced the coffee market. (Álvarez, 94) 
11 The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and the National Liberation Army (ELN). 
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the result of the peace negotiations with the rebel groups might have been different and 
conducted in a more positive environment. Additionally, the state would have proven its 
capability to protect its citizens and the legitimacy of the rebel groups might have been 
diminished.  
  
b) States’ capabilities: the national and international perception 
 
Notwithstanding their catastrophic effects, earthquakes provide a unique opportunity to 
analyze the legitimacy position of a state. As these are unexpected and unpredictable 
events, the states’ capabilities can be put into test in a really sudden way. From this 
perspective, two levels of analysis can be considered: first, the national perception, and 
second, the international perception. 
 
First of all, regarding the national perception, a state has to prove its ability to recognize 
its position towards a natural event that might compromise the economy and the welfare 
of its population. In this sense, a state has to be able to estimate adequately its capacity, 
means and preparation. The second level of analysis refers to the international perception. 
This is related not only to how the state is perceived in the international community, but 
also to its own perception regarding the way in which that particular state is seen in the 
international arena. To further explain this second analysis level, we can use the example 
of the Honshu earthquake in 2011.  
 
In March 11, 2011, a 9.0 magnitude earthquake struck the East coast of Honshu, in Japan. 
Even though the earth movement itself did not cause major direct damages, the tsunami 
triggered by the earthquake brought catastrophic consequences and an important internal 
crisis in Japan. Despite the losses, especially when considering the damage in the 
Fukushima nuclear reactors, the Japanese government was reluctant to accept 
international aid. Inside Japan, the government created a campaign in order to deviate the 
media attention from the damages caused by the tsunami (Carnegie, Dolan, 19). The 
Japanese government and the private company that owned the nuclear plant, TEPCO, 
were accused of hiding information regarding the magnitude of the problems and 
underestimating the effects of the catastrophe (Carnegie, Dolan, 19).  
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When analyzing the response of the Japanese government, several context pieces should 
be highlighted. First, it is important to consider the Japanese perception about how Japan 
was seen in the world. Since the end of the Second World War, Japan had become a 
“developed country that has consistently sought greater international status” (Carnegie, 
Dolan, 18). In this sense, the Japanese perception of its position in the international arena 
was not consistent with the idea of requiring international aid to deal with the emergency. 
It is also important to consider that in 2011 Japan was bidding to host the 2020 Olympic 
games (Carnegie, Dolan, 19). This fact becomes relevant when considering that an event 
of such international relevance would definitely put the Japanese state in the spotlight. 
Secondly, it necessary to take into account the current Japanese position in the world. 
When considering the fact that Japan is a developed country exposed to earthquakes and 
tsunamis due to its geographical position, the fact that its government was not able to 
respond adequately to the emergency could create the perception among the international 
community that the country was not as highly developed as originally thought.12 It is also 
important to consider the role of the media regarding the management of the information 
inside and outside Japan. According to Timothy Besley, a representative democracy and 
an independent press are vital for the protection of citizens (Besley, 1446). Considering 
this idea, it could be argued that the Japanese government endangered the well being of 
their citizens in order to protect its international perception.  
  
Although the Japanese government was overwhelmed by the tragedy, its position and 
response to the tsunami exemplify how states consider not only the immediate need when 
it comes to the response of a natural disaster. In this case, it seems to be clear that the 
Japanese government weighted highly the perception —inside and outside Japan— when 
analyzing its options towards the emergency.  
 
c) Social reconstruction: state’s obligations towards its society 
 
When a natural disaster affects the status quo of a state, the political and social 
consequences are unpredictable. This does not only imply the obvious obligation for the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 It is important to consider that this idea appeals to a perception rather than to a reality. By this, it shall not 
be inferred that the lack of response to an emergency undervalues in real terms a state. However, the fact is 
important when considering the national pride and national identity linked to the state’s response 
capabilities.  
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state to physically reconstruct the damaged areas, but also the need to proceed with the 
necessary social reconstruction.  
 
After a major disaster, most likely people will have lost their homes, workplaces, schools, 
etc. The visual environment of the cities affected by the disaster must be reconstructed so 
the social dynamic can continue. In other words, the state has the obligation to provide its 
population with the certainty of a reconstruction process. However, this process is not 
simple, especially when it comes to housing. An important element to consider is the 
attachment to the land. In several cases, the emergency and the housing reconstruction 
neglect this idea. Individuals have a physical and symbolic attachment to the place they 
live. In this sense, emergency-housing programs can produce an additional stress, as 
communities might perceive their “roots” destroyed (Audefroy, 666). When, as it will be 
further examined later, the state is incapable to fulfill this duty in a sensible way the 
society is likely to react. From this perspective, the aftermath and the consequences 
produced by the natural disaster will create social and political situations that were non-
existent or that were less visible before the event.  
 
The second important duty of the state regarding reconstruction comes from a social 
perspective. The state is responsible not only to provide aid to its population to alleviate 
the suffering, but also to rebuilt the social filament broken by the disaster. In this process, 
the non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have played a key role. In several cases the 
NGOs involved in the reconstruction process generates an additional aid to the state. It is 
not that the state is incapable of developing this kind of “social reconstruction” but, 
especially when considering religious organizations, the NGOs have proven to be more 
effective.  
 
For example, in the case of Latin America, several religious organizations have played an 
important role when it comes to reconstruction. Charities such as Caritas and Hogar de 
Cristo have devoted their work especially to the poorest families (Audefroy, 672). These 
NGOs have designed and implemented innovative working models for housing13 in the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 In the case of Hogar de Cristo, they took a successful model from another religious organization in 
Colombia called Servivienda. This program defines itself as “a social enterprise, non-profit, improving the 
quality of life of the population in conditions of economic and social vulnerability, through comprehensive 
housing programs, self-sustainability and the commitment of its employees.” They were involved in several 
reconstruction processes regarding disasters such as Guatemala’s earthquake in 1976, Colombia’s 
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sector of poor population. In this sense, these organizations not only alleviated the 
suffering of the people that had lost their homes, but also provided a holistic healing, 
especially important in a deeply religious region such as Latin America.  
 
As we have analyzed in the chapter, an unexpected natural disaster poses challenges and 
opportunities for states. On one hand, it creates a dynamic in which the state has to be 
able to respond adequately towards its society. If the state fails in this duty, the 
relationship between the government and its society could implode into a crisis. By this, 
it is important to stress that this change might not necessarily imply a negative shift; on 
the contrary, it might provide an opportunity for the population to evolve into a more 
active and participating civil society. On the other hand, the crisis situation created by a 
natural disaster could also provide a context of chaos that can work towards the 
reconstruction; such as it happened in Colombia. In either case, it is always necessary to 
take into consideration the specific contextual moment in which these traumatic events 
occur.  
 
In the next chapter, the case of Mexico’s 1985 earthquake will be examined. First, a 
contextualization of the moment in which the event occurred will be provided. Then, the 
main features of the catastrophic event and its immediate consequences will be explained. 
Finally, the medium and long terms economic and social effects of the earthquake 
regarding the relationship between the state and the Mexican society will be reviewed.  
 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
earthquake in the coffee axis in 1999, Armero’s avalanche in 1985, among other. 
http://www.fundacionservivienda.com/content/¿por-qué-nosotros 
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Chapter 2 
 
Case Study: Mexico and the 1985 Earthquake 
 
 
As several countries in Latin America, Mexico is a highly seismic area.14 Despite this 
fact, the state was vaguely prepared for a large magnitude earthquake. This was 
confirmed in 1985.15 Throughout this chapter, several important points regarding the 
context and immediate aftermath of Mexico’s 1985 earthquake will be examined. After 
that, a further analysis of the social and political consequences of the earthquake will be 
presented. Finally, it will be assessed whether the 1985 earthquake had a significant 
impact for the Mexican state or not.  
 
a) Background 
 
The 1985’s earthquake changed the perception of the Mexican society towards the effects 
of natural disasters. Many testimonies16 recall how initially, especially for the people 
outside the main affected areas in the city,17 the magnitude of the earthquake could not be 
imagined. The size of the human and material losses, and the changes and consequences 
the Mexican society would experience after 1985, would transform this event in a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Mexico is located over on the North American plate, which is one of the three largest tectonic plates. 
Taking into account this fact, Mexico is considered one of the most seismological active regions in the 
world. http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2010/1083/f/ 
15 Before the 1985 earthquake, there had been just two high impact earthquakes in the city (1957 and 1979). 
However, those 7.7 and 7.6 magnitude earthquakes that occurred at 2:44 am and 5:07 am local time, had 
minimal consequences in the city and, therefore, they did not create the necessary awareness for the state to 
put in practice mechanisms to be adequately prepared for similar events in the future.   
16 An illustrative example is the one provided by Mexican journalist Jacobo Zabludovsky in his first report 
of the earthquake. He worked in the biggest television broadcast company in Mexico, Televisa. As basically 
all communications in the city collapsed, Zabludoysky drove his car towards the city downtown and 
reported the events using the car mobile telephone. His first impression was that the city was in his usual 
state. However, as he approached the city center, the narrative commenced to change dramatically. 
(Rascón, UNAM, 91). The narration can be listened at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x1m0A0hgf50 
17 The main affected delegaciones (which are districts in Mexico City similar to a municipality) were 
Cuauhtémoc, Benito Juárez and Gustavo A. Madero. Around 59% of the buildings damaged in the 
earthquake were parte of the Cuauhtémoc municipality (UNAM, 106). 
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cornerstone in Mexico modern history.18 Therefore, it is important to examine the context 
in which the event occurred, as it will provide a much broader framework for further 
analysis.  
 
During most of the 80s, Mexico had been suffering regarding its economic situation and, 
as a consequence, there had been important negatives effects towards its population. On 
one hand, in 1985 Mexico was experiencing an economic slowdown, a hyperinflation 
process, as well as a high unemployment rate, and significant budget constraints.19 (See 
Table 1).  
 
Table 1. 
Mexico: Economic data, 1980-1990. 
 
Year 
GDP 
(real rate of 
growth)1 
Inflation 
(annual rate)2 
Public deficit 
(% GDP)3 
Unemployment 
(annual rate in 
urban areas)4 
1980 9.2 29.85 -4.3 4.5 
1981 8.8 28.68 -10.4 4.2 
1982 -0.5 98.84 -13 4.2 
1983 -4.2 80.78 -6.5 6.8 
1984 3.6 59.16 -5.0 5.7 
1985 2.6 63.75 -6.3 4.4 
1986 -3.8 105.75 -11.5 4.3 
1987 1.9 159.17 -12.6 3.9 
1988 1.3 51.66 -9.2 3.6 
1989 3.4 19.70 -4.5 3.0 
1990 4.4 29.93 -2.0 2.8 
 
Source: 1 Aparicio, Abraham. Series estadísticas de la economía mexicana en el siglo xx. 
2 http://www.bancodemexico.gob.mx/portal-inflacion/index.html  
3 Cámara de Diputados. Evolución y Estadísticas del Gasto Público Federal en México, 1980-
2006. 
4 http://dgcnesyp.inegi.org.mx/cgi-win/ehm2014.exe/CI050150 
 
 
Overall, as it can be appreciated in Table 1 above, the Mexican economy was living the 
aftermath of a balance of payments economic crisis that started back in 1982. As the main 
tool to deal with this situation, since 1985 a set of neoliberal economic policies were 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18Even now, every September 19th, at 7:19 am, there is a formal ceremony in the main Square of Mexico 
City headed by the Mexican President, to recall the 1985 earthquake.	  
19 As presented in Table 1 and Chart 1, Mexico’s GDP had presented a slow increment in the years before 
the earthquake. By 1984, just a year before the earthquake, the Mexican economy had just been able to 
present positive numbers regarding its GDP growth, inflation, public deficit, and unemployment rate. These 
facts would dramatically change in the years after the disaster.  
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implemented (Varas, UNAM, 70). On the other hand, the Mexican state perceived itself 
as a developing country. Although aware of its economic problems, Mexico had started a 
process of global economic integration —through the signing of the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade, GATT20—, and of recognition in the international arena. For 
example, Mexico would host, for the second time, of a Football World Cup in 1986. The 
governmental intention was that this kind of international agreements and events could 
propitiate an important spotlight for the country in which a new momentum for economic 
growth would be created. 
 
It is also important to highlight the political situation in Mexico. At the moment of the 
earthquake, Mexico’s President was Miguel De la Madrid. He was a low profile public 
servant formed in the financial areas of the Mexican government that, according to Raúl 
Monge, journalist of one of Mexico’s leading opinion magazines, Proceso, could be 
defined as a “quite grey President”.21 As it will be examined when analyzing the actions 
that his government took during the first 24 hours after the disaster, President De la 
Madrid also lacked of pragmatic actions. The deficient reaction of De la Madrid’s 
government, combined with his personal absence in the damaged areas and the lack of 
empathy with the population, eventually would be the fuel for a vigorous movement of 
the organized civil society.22 Additionally, by 1985, the ruling party in Mexico, the 
Partido Revolucionario Institutional (PRI), had been already in office for 56 years. This 
is a fundamental factor not only to understand the aftermath of the earthquake, but also in 
the nature of the initial consequences. According to Matthew Khan, there is a correlation 
between the number of deaths in a natural disaster and the strength of the institutions 
(Khan, 283).  
 
The earthquake, as it will be discussed later, not only had a significant effect in the 
Mexican society’s perception about the ruling party, but would also develop thoughts on 
the need to renew the political arena giving the society the opportunity to channel the 
frustration that appeared as a consequence of the earthquake through civil actions that 
could, eventually, lead to a change in the structure and political environment in Mexico.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 The GATT was the predecessor of the current World Trade Organization (WTO).	  
21 Monge, UNAM, 111.	  
22	  One of the most important was the Coordinadora Única de Damnificados (CUD), which represented 
around 40 neighboring organizations (Ramírez, La Jornada). 
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These elements regarding the state and the society are particularly important when 
examining this catastrophe through J. M. Albala-Bertrand’s disaster response scheme. 
According to Albala-Bertrand, during a natural disaster there are three phases of 
response: response mechanisms, compensatory response and anticipatory response 
(Albala-Bertrand, 216). In this particular case, Mexico as a government failed in the 
response mechanisms, which are the build-in institutional processes (Albala-Bertrand, 
217). It also failed in providing the adequate emergency response linked to the 
compensatory response. Nevertheless, when it comes to the anticipatory mechanism, the 
Mexican government succeeded in creating a dynamic in which, eventually, the city and 
its population would be better prepared for such eventualities in the future.  
 
b) September 19, 1985: the earthquake that shocked a country 
 
On the morning of September 19, 1985, an earthquake struck Mexico damaging several 
cities, mainly Mexico City. Communications were lost and the chaos gripped the city. 
Mexican television networks, Televisa and Imevisión, lost signal and people at home did 
not know what was happening in the city.23 The telephone networks also collapsed. For 
several hours a whole 10 million people city was isolated,24 because of the collapse of 
internal communications, and also towards the world as the main telecommunications 
antenna fell down during the earthquake (Mexico Siglo XX). This was a relevant issue 
during the emergency as media can affect the response of the government (Besley, 1445).  
 
The international community was also unaware of the situation in Mexico City after the 
earthquake.25 This was critical as the international community builds its perception of the 
magnitude of an event considering the rejection of the international aid and the cover that 
the media can orchestrate (Carnegie and Dolan, 10).  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Imevisión was able to continue on air again few minutes later. Televisa recovered its signal only until 
2:00 pm that day (Mexico Siglo XX). 
24 Although Mexico has been a Federation since 1917, by 1985 the federal government was in charge of 
most of the economic and social decisions. In this sense, the collapse of communications in Mexico City 
affected not only the capital per se but also the rest of the country. 	  
25 For example, based on the memoirs of Manuel Aguilera Gómez, public officer involved in the 
reconstruction process after the earthquake and former Mayor of Mexico City, a Colombian newspaper 
presented pictures of two emblematic monuments in Mexico City, the Angel of the Independence and the 
Revolution Monument, with the headline: “They do not exist anymore”. 
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During the first day after the disaster, President De la Madrid declared that Mexico did 
not need any international help and the situation was under control.26 Nevertheless, some 
sectors within the Mexican government were aware of the magnitude of the disaster and 
of the need for international aid, and intervened to request it. The World Bank (WB) was 
the first international organization to be contacted.27 As hours passed by, the Mexican 
Red Cross also commenced to get prepared to deal with the aftermath. Although the 
International Red Cross desired to provide immediate help through its representation in 
Mexico, they were confused by the message sent by the Mexican President.28 
 
The immediate response of the government and its coordination with Mexico City’s local 
authorities were nonexistent. It seemed that the lack of action and coordination appealed 
to a sense of personal insecurity of the Mexican President (Aguilera, UNAM, 103).29 
However, this could have also been a consequence of institutional incapability (Albala-
Bertrand, 219).  
 
When it comes to the governmental response to natural catastrophic events, the Mexican 
army has an emergency plan action called DN-III E. This plan of action has been used in 
several occasions to aid the civil population in the case of a natural disaster. However, the 
intervention of the army remains a highly controversial topic in Latin America. In initial 
moments after the 1985’s earthquake, the President did not instruct the army to active the 
plan. The rationale behind this decision comes in two lines of discussion. The first one 
appeals to the history of the relationship between the Latin American states and the 
militia. Although a military dictatorship in Mexico had not been established since 1917, 
sending troops to the streets was still a controversial topic in the country. In this sense, a 
concern was raised that, considering the magnitude of the disaster, if the Mexican 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 UNDRO Report, September 19th and 20th. 
27 The former Mayor of Mexico City, Manuel Camacho Solís, recalled in a seminar which took place in 
2005 that when he became aware of the scale of the disaster, immediately demanded to talk to some 
representatives of the World Bank (WB). During that meeting, the WB agreed to deliver a loan. However, 
when the news of the loan were known within the federal Mexican government, some conflicts appeared. 
28 According to Alberto Franco Sarmiento, who was President of the National Board of the Mexican Red 
Cross at the time, the International Red Cross in Geneva called him asking about the status of the situation 
in Mexico in order to be able to provide appropriate aid. (UNAM, 104)  
29 It is important to remark that during the more than five decades that the PRI was the dominant party in 
Mexico, the President made all the important decisions regarding the country. In this sense, to trigger a plan 
of action towards the emergency in the earthquake was, in a sense, a “personal responsibility” of the 
President.	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President sent the army to aid the population, this could have strengthen the position of 
the military sectors and the return of the militia to its quarters could have been uncertain 
(Aguilera, UNAM, 112). And the second idea, which I personally support, that considers 
the conditions of the military sector in 1985 and the improbability of a coup d’etat in 
Mexico (Bolis, 183), is related to the international perception. As explained before, the 
Mexican government declared originally that the situation was under control and no 
external aid was required. It might seem that the idea within the Mexican government 
was that if they activated immediately the emergency plan, the international perception 
about the scale of the disaster would change. However, it took only few days for the 
international community to fully understand the magnitude of the disaster. In any case, 
the early activation of the emergency plan would have been interpreted internationally as 
a proactive and pragmatic decision in order to alleviate the suffering of the population.  
 
c) Immediate aftermath and reconstruction process  
 
With the lack of an adequate response from the government, the civil society rapidly 
commenced to organize itself in order to overcome the emergency. However, the 
population —as it happens in this kind of major disasters— commenced to get used to the 
sorrow and damages (UNAM, 20). Regardless of this fact, the affected sectors of the 
society promptly found a channel to deal with their frustration by creating organized civil 
associations to perform and promote social actions, and by allowing other traditional 
social organizations to contribute in this process.30  
 
Many citizens in Mexico City tried to actively participate in the emergency process. 
Volunteers not only intervened in rescue missions, but also coordinated the transit in the 
city, the public transportation and even came up with ideas for plans to deal with specific 
problems (Hidalgo, UNAM, 108). This social reaction was a clear evidence of the lack of 
capacity of the state to deal with the emergency, and properly organize the efforts and 
energy that was emerging from the society. Probably for the first time in modern Mexican 
history, civil society acknowledged its position and power inside the structure of the 
Mexican state (Hidalgo, UNAM, 108).  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 The two main traditional civil organizations in which the population relayed after the earthquake were 
the Mexican Red Cross and the Catholic Church. (UNAM, 128) 
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The social phenomenon described above was probably the main factor that led the 
Mexican authorities to head a major effort to reconstruct the key part of the damaged 
properties in the capital city. When the initial emergency had finished, thousands of 
persons in Mexico City were left behind with no place to live. Their first response was to 
turn towards the government and demand a home. However, the government was unable 
to fulfill their expectations, especially considering the complex economic panorama. This 
is the moment in which the international aid became vital to start the reconstruction of the 
city.  
 
As explained before, two of the first organizations that provided international aid for the 
reconstruction were the WB and the International Red Cross. For example, the Mexican 
Red Cross, financed by international donations, mostly from the American Red Cross, 
and with the help of the local authorities in Mexico City, bought and built homes during 
the reconstruction phase (Franco, UNAM, 128). However, although the aid provided was 
fundamental to start the reconstruction process, it was clearly insufficient. Also, some of 
the aid was eventually misplaced. 31 This fact, although not uncommon when it comes to 
the emergency process in natural disasters (Albala-Bertrand, 219), caused some tension 
between these international organizations and the Mexican government. Additionally, the 
imperative need, due to political reasons, for the government to prove its capacity by 
reducing the international aid participation (Albala-Bertrand, 220) complicated this 
relationship even more.32 
 
Regarding the role of the WB, the reconstruction program developed between this 
international financial institution and the Mexican government became one of the largest 
reconstruction programs since World War II. It can be considered one of the most 
successful actions performed by the Mexican government regarding the reconstruction 
process. The Popular Housing Reconstruction Program (Renovación Habitacional 
Popular) benefited over 260,000 persons. Nowadays, according to the WB, one of every 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 It is important to highlight that, in 1999, the Mexican Red Cross was involved in a scandal regarding the 
final use of the aid provided by the international community in 1985. Its then President, José Barroso 
Chávez, was accused of embezzlement. Also, there were some reports about the aid being used for electoral 
purposes (UNAM, Monge, 130). 
32 The first housing development that was inaugurated by the Mexican President was presented as an 
achievement of the federal government, when the reality was other. Only during the inauguration 
ceremony, President De la Madrid was notified that it was the Red Cross and not the federal government 
the one responsible for the development (UNAM, 29). 
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seven families that live in Mexico City’s historic center still live in a new or rehabilitated 
home built under the axis of this program (Kreimer, Echeverría, World Bank). One of the 
highlights of this program can be linked to Audefroy’s ideas regarding the “belonging” of 
the land. Although, as most of the Latin American cities, Mexico City was 
overpopulated,33 creating a program in which the population could remain in their 
“original” homes reduced the feeling of “losing their roots”.  
 
 d) The economic effects  
 
With almost 10 thousand deaths, 2 million affected persons and damages of around 4 
billion US dollars, the reconstruction of Mexico City was an enormous task. 34 
Considering the already complex economic situation that the country was facing since 
1982, the earthquake represented a significant economic burden for the Mexican 
economy. Aside from the internal factors, such as the way in which the federal 
government reacted at the time or at the aftermath of the disaster, and the balance of 
payments economic crisis, there were also international factors that contributed to a more 
complex economic environment for Mexico, such as the fall the in the oil prices (UNAM, 
154). 35 When considering the international factor, it could be argued that, similar to what 
happened in the case of Colombia, the economic effects of the 1985 Mexican earthquake 
were deepened by the effect of the neoliberal economic policy measures that both 
governments put in practice before the earthquakes, and by the new role of the oil exports 
in the international economy.  
 
In the middle of this complex economic panorama, the earthquake represented an 
enormous challenge for the Mexican government. Similar to the Colombian case, the 
economic data reflected the sudden effect of the emergency (see Table 1). Additionally, 
after receiving a 225 million dollars loan from the IMF and the WB (Aguilera, UNAM, 
24), the consequences of the economic decisions made by the Mexican government in 
order to respond to the disaster, would also be reflected in its financial position in the 
following years.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 In most Latin American urban areas the population lives in high-risk informal settlements (Audefroy, 
665).  
34 Data according to the International Disaster Database of the Centre for Research on the Epidemology of 
Disasters. http://www.emdat.be/country_profile/index.html 
35 The Mexican economy, up to date, is highly dependent of the income coming for the oil exports.	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e) The social effects 
 
There is no doubt that the social consequences of a major earthquake are one of the main 
factors when explaining the effects of a natural disaster in a state. For the purpose of this 
analysis, these consequences will be divided into two categories. The first one refers to 
the consequences that the governing state has to face. And the second refers to the social 
and political consequences that are brewed from the inside of the society.  
 
Regarding the first category, one of the key ideas is how the legitimacy of the state is 
affected by the disaster. In the case of the 1985 Mexican earthquake, as it has been 
established before, the lack of a timely action affected the legitimacy of the state. 
Considering the political and social consequences of the earthquake, it can be established 
that —along with the student movement of 1968— this was the second major event in 
Mexican modern history that diminished the legitimacy of the governing party and the 
Mexican state. 36  And also from an internal perspective, the earthquake had two 
significant consequences for the organization of the state: the need for the 
decentralization of the federal government, and the creation of new political parties 
whose origin was the social movements organized by civil society in the middle of the 
disaster.  
 
The second level of analysis regarding the social and political consequences appeals to 
the existing problems in the Mexican society at the moment of the earthquake. From this 
perspective, the main aspect has to do with the urbanization pattern followed by Mexico 
as part of its industrialization process. The growth of the capital city was unsustainable 
and most of the affected population was living in inhumane conditions even before the 
disaster. However, although the earthquake played a role in bringing those problems to 
the surface and confronting the Mexican state with the civil society, the magnitude of the 
event exacerbated those ancient problems. It is accurate to establish that —especially 
when it comes to the reconstruction program created together with the WB— if the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 It is important to highlight that in the case of the student movement of 1968 eventually the demands and 
criticisms were channeled by the creation of new institutions in the academic field, such as the Colegio de 
Ciencias y Humanidades (CCH) and the Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana (UAM). (Aguilera, UNAM, 
60). In the case of the1985 earthquake, the social and political demands were channeled towards the 
political sphere through civil society organizations. 	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Mexican government seized the opportunity to create new urban areas, those projects 
were clearly insufficient. 
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Chapter 3 
 
Case study and framework 
 
 
Considering the framework provided in Chapter 1, and the case study presented in 
Chapter 2, several ideas can be presented regarding the impact of Mexico’s 1985 
earthquake.  
 
Regarding the state, the first factor to analyze is its lack of capability to respond properly 
and in a timely manner, to the early stages of the emergency. On one hand, it could be 
argued that, according to Albala-Bertrand ’s ideas, this inability has its origins in the 
institutional background. The state was unable to respond because it had lost its 
capabilities and the system had lost its basic functions (Albala-Bertrand, 219). This idea 
is further validated by the fact that practically there is no investment to prevent natural 
disasters in Latin America (Audefroy, 665). In the particular case of Mexico, some other 
relevant elements have to be further discussed. If it is valid to establish that the 
investment to prevent natural disasters was non-existent and the capability of the state 
was undermined by the disaster, it is also true that the overall position of the Mexican 
government was weakened due to the overall economic situation.   
 
Regarding the economic perspective, the comparison between the Colombian and 
Mexican cases can be used as an assessment element. Mexico’s economy suffered 
considerably throughout the rest of the decade after the earthquake, but after analyzing 
the international environment for both Mexico and Colombia it can be argued that the 
economic effects of the disaster were deepened by the international environment. In both 
cases, the role of the oil exports was decisive. Also, in both cases, as presented by 
Álvarez in the Colombian case and Varas in the Mexican case, neoliberal economic 
policies were implemented before the earthquakes. In this sense, it can be stated that this 
shift might have caused economic stress and social instability at the moment in which the 
disaster occurred, complicating even more the economic panorama.  
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Another important factor when analyzing the short-term effects of the earthquake are the 
financial resources needed to deal with the immediate emergence. As explained before, 
the budgetary constraints in Mexico were significant even before the earthquake. When 
the emergency appeared, the government had the obligation to overcome the initial needs. 
However, the money needed for these actions was inexistent. The potential decision of 
the Mexican government to obtain financial resources from any domestic financial 
institution available eventually would have negative consequences for the Mexican 
economy. In this sense, Audefoy’s ideas about the lack of economic preparation in the 
region when it comes to natural disasters could be considered. However, and taking into 
account Albala-Bertrand ’s scheme on the response mechanisms, compensatory response 
and anticipatory response, it could be argued that the lack of preparation from the 
Mexican government in the first two areas translated into a more complete ulterior 
anticipatory response.  
 
The second idea is related to the long-term effects of the international aid. Since before 
the earthquake, Mexico had been struggling to be able to pay its external debt. When the 
earthquake occurred and international aid was received from the WB and the IMF, the 
Mexican government should consider that eventually those loans had to be paid. In this 
sense, the unexpected factor of a natural disaster can produce additional long-term 
burdens for a state. However, when considering Albala-Bertrand ’s statement that in the 
case of Mexico this aid was reduced for political reasons, the discussion becomes more 
complex. In this sense, similar to the Japanese case study, the Mexican government 
endangered the wellbeing of its citizens prioritizing its political situation. This idea can 
be further complemented when, according to Khan, democracies are more efficient in 
dealing with natural disasters, when assessing their political implications, such as re-
elections (Khan, 281). From this perspective, it seems that developing states, such as 
Mexico and Colombia, have a more complex panorama in dealing with catastrophic 
events. In those cases, their overall context leaves little room for eventualities such as 
natural disasters, and the assessment of the political cost of the measures that should be 
taken usually involves only short-term considerations.  
 
Regarding the social aspect of the consequences, three main ideas can be analyzed. First, 
it is important to consider the acknowledgement of the civil society as a political actor. 
The 1985 earthquake was a crucial moment, especially for the Mexican society. Similar 
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cases have been studied such as China’s civil society role after the 2008 Sichuan 
earthquake, which is described as a “watershed event for China’s associational sphere” 
(Shieh and Deng, 194). This is a relevant idea, not only in the initial phase of the natural 
disaster. In this sense, although the response from the Mexican society was 
overwhelming, it was only until it commenced to organize itself that it turned into a real 
political force. However, it is also important to highlight that these civil society organized 
movements eventually were co-opted by formal political forces. Nevertheless, it was an 
important moment, as it would allow years later the political change in Mexico.  
 
Secondly, the lack of legitimacy towards the government and the ruling party that the 
earthquake would leave was unprecedented. This fact would allow not only the change in 
the political system in Mexico, but it would also justify it. From this perspective, it could 
be argued that the state’s lack of capacity to respond adequately to the effects of the 
emergency produced by the earthquake caused a temporary power vacuum (Pelling and 
Dill, 1) in which other political movements were able to arise.  The population was tired 
of the way in which the ruling party had managed the country, and society was now 
facing a real challenge that the state seemed unable to deal with. The political atmosphere 
in Mexico changed dramatically after the 1985 earthquake. It would change first in 
Mexico City where the ruling party lost the elections for the first time in decades. This 
fact is deeply linked to Khan ideas regarding the correlation between democracy and the 
state’s reaction capability in a natural disaster (Khan, 281).  In the Mexican case, this 
change would lead to the widening of the political spectrum and the diversification of the 
political parties in the country.   
 
Finally, it should be considered the management of the pre-existing problems that were 
exacerbated by the earthquake. The problems and the conditions were present before but 
the earthquake function as a fuel to start the change (Conolly, UNAM, 71). This idea 
comes useful when explaining not only the Mexican case study but in general the cases 
regarding the state legitimacy in the presence of a natural disaster. A natural event with 
devastating consequences it will not only create new challenges and opportunities for the 
relationship between the government and the society. It will also open the door to all the 
pre-existing problems in an aggravated way. In this sense, natural disasters become a 
useful tool to evaluate the overall capacity of the state. But also, they offer a unique 
opportunity for the society to examine its role in the state’s conformation.  
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Conclusions 
 
 
Natural disasters are catastrophic events in several levels. However, because of their 
potential impact on the economy and the society, they become, in practice, in an 
analytical instrument to assess the state’s capacity and their relationship with its 
population. Although the challenges and aftermaths of these events are more widely 
discussed by the literature, it is also important to examine the opportunities that these 
events can offer.  
 
a) Challenges 
 
As discussed in this thesis, an unpredictable natural disaster can cause enormous 
challenges to the state. These challenges can be determined in several levels. The first 
one refers to the immediate challenges for a state. This area does not only include the 
obvious initial response to the emergency. In presence of a major tragedy, the state must 
have the ability to respond adequately to provide calm and security to its population. This 
initial period, which usually consists of the first couple of days after the event, is 
decisive. It provides the state not only with the opportunity to reaffirm its capability 
against its population, but also the ability to be tested by society.  
 
Secondly, the state should be able to respond to the emergency once the urgency has 
passed. In this sense, the state has to critically analyze its organizational and financial 
capability in order to request additional help from other institutions, both domestically 
and internationally. This point becomes particularly important when examining the role 
of aid from other governments, international intergovernmental organizations, and NGOs. 
In this sense, it is important to highlight that, considering the examples and the case study 
presented in this work, international aid and the role of the NGOs could become as 
important as the role of the state itself. However, as examined before, this relationship 
can be a complex one due to the fact that the state can perceive that international 
institutions involved in the aid can supplant its role before society. Nevertheless, in a 
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globalized society, the role of the international institutions when it comes to alleviate the 
suffering of civil population should be enough to justify their intervention.  
 
Finally, natural disasters cause a boiling internal environment in which every demand for 
the population is exacerbated. As established before in this thesis, after the occurrence of 
a catastrophic event most of the situations that will be presented in the medium and long-
term are pre-existing problems. From this perspective, the state finds itself dealing with 
old problems and social demands, in the middle of an explosive environment in which 
negotiations are much more complicated. In such a situation, the state’s response is 
examined more deeply by civil society and the cost of the response is usually higher than 
it could have been in a more stable environment.  
 
b) Opportunities 
 
Although the examples presented in this thesis, and most of the ones analyzed by the 
literature on the topic, examine the impact of natural disasters in a state, it is also 
necessary to go further and briefly examine the opportunities that the unexpected nature 
of these events can offer. For further analysis, these opportunities will be presented in 
three main ideas.  
 
The first idea is the opportunity for the state to legitimize its position. A natural disaster 
can be considered as an opportunity for the state to strengthen its ability to respond 
towards its population. In this sense, the process of designing and implementing 
organizational and financial preventive mechanisms to deal with catastrophic events can 
be a way in which the state will be able to react in a timely manner and, therefore, 
legitimize its position before society. However, in this process the state must be cautious 
in order to set achievable goals. In the case of a natural disaster, the state can legitimize 
its position not only by responding in a unilateral way. A state should be able to 
acknowledge its organizational and financial capabilities and to be willing to take 
advantage of the aid provided by the international community and the NGOs. In this 
context, the use of international aid should not represent an undermining factor for the 
power of a state. Quite the opposite, it should imply a state willing to look after its 
population in an efficient and responsible way.  
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The second idea has to do with the relationship between the state and the problems of its 
population. As stated before, usually most of the relevant problems that come in the 
aftermath of a natural disaster, are already present in the society. Considering this, the 
state has an enormous challenge to solve existing problems that might have escalated in 
dimension as a result of the occurrence of a catastrophic event. Nevertheless, this 
situation is also an opportunity for the state to create new dynamics with the 
organizations of the civil society in which those problems can be solved using new and 
imaginative perspectives and that, in the long-term, could also alleviate other related 
problems.  
 
The last idea when discussing about opportunities in the occurrence of natural disasters, 
and considering a social perspective, is related to the role of the organized civil society. 
This not only includes the humanitarian response of the population, but also its ability to 
understand its role in the state’s structure. From this perspective, a natural disaster can 
allow civil society to reexamine its position inside the state and demand its consideration. 
It also empowers the population, as presented in other cases, when the state is unable to 
deal with the demands that the civil society presents in order to protect itself. 
Additionally, in a long-term perspective, this social phenomenon might also be useful to 
refresh the power structures, as it happened in Mexico after the 1985 earthquake; or to 
question the government and its actions, as it occurred in Japan with the 2011 Honshu 
earthquake; or to press the government towards solutions, as it happened in Colombia 
with the 1999 earthquake that affected the coffee-growing axis of the country.  
 
As a final and overall conclusion it is important to understand the stages and outcomes of 
a natural disaster. As a society, we are unable to predict the occurrence of these tragic 
events and we will always be exposed to them. Considering this, the basic defense of 
population is the existence of a solid state, which can be prepared and able to react in a 
proper and timely manner in the emergency. At the same time, the civil society has to be 
aware of its responsibilities and capabilities. Likewise, both the state and the civil society 
should trust the international community for assistance, and be part and share the 
principles of humanitarian action. Unfortunately, natural disasters will always be part of 
the existence of modern societies, and both state and civil society must understand the 
challenges and opportunities. 
 
 — 26 — 
 
 
 
Bibliography 
 
 
• Abarca Chávez, Cuauhtémoc and Manuel Aguilera Gómez, et al. 2005. 20 años 
después. Los sismos de 1985. Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México.  
• Albala-Bertrand, J.M. 2000. Responses to Complex Humanitarian Emergencies 
and Natural Disasters: An Analytical Comparison. Third World Quarterly. Vol. 
21, No. 2. Pp. 215-227.     
• Álvarez Forero, Jaime and Victoria J. Furio. 2010. Colombian Family Farmers’ 
Adaptations to the New Conditions in the World Coffee Market. Latin American 
Perspectives. Globalization, Neoliberalism, and the Latin American Coffee 
Societies. Vol. 37, No. 2. Pp. 93-110.  
• Aparicio Cabrera, Abraham. 2011. Series estadísticas de la economía mexicana en 
el siglo xx. Economía informa. No. 369. Pp. 63-85.  
• Arbour, MaryCatherine and Kara Murray et al. 2011. Lessons from the Chilean 
earthquake: How a human rights framework facilitates disaster response. Health 
and Human Rights. Vol. 13. No. 1. Natural Disasters and Humanitarian 
Emergencies. Pp. 62-73.  
• Audefroy, Joel F. 2010. Post-disaster emergency and reconstruction experiences 
in Asia and Latin America: an assessment. Development in Practice. Vol. 20. No. 
6. Pp. 664-677. 
• Besley, Timothy and Robin Burgess. 2002. The Political Economy of 
Government Responsiveness: Theory and Evidence from India. The Quarterly 
Journal of Economics. Vol. 117, No. 4. Pp. 1415-1451.  
• Boils M, Guillermo. 1985. Los militares en México (1965-1985). Revista 
Mexicana de Sociología.Vol. 47, No. 1. Pp. 169-185.  
• Brancati, Dawn. 2007. Political Aftershocks: The Impact of Earthquakes on 
Intrastate Conflict. The Journal of Conflict Resolution. Vol. 51, No. 5. Pp. 715-
743.  
 — 27 — 
• Dilley, Maxx and Robert S. Chen, et al. 2005. Natural Disaster Hotspots: A 
Global Risk Analysis. Disaster Risk Management Series. The World Bank and 
Columbia University.   
• Headey, Derek. 2008. Geopolitics and The Effect of Foreign Aid on Economic 
Growth: 1970-2001. Journal of International Development. Vol. 20. Pp. 161-180.  
• Kahn, Matthew E. 2005. The Death Toll from Natural Disasters: The Role of 
Income, Geography, and Institutions. The Review of Economics and Stadistics. 
Vol. 87, No. 2. Pp. 271-284. 
• Kim, Namsuk. 2012. How much more exposed are the poor to natural disasters? 
Global and regional measurement. Disasters. Pp. 195-211. 
• Kreimer, Alcira and Edward Echeverría. Case Study: Housing Reconstruction in 
Mexico City. Disaster Risk Management. The World Bank. Available at 
http://go.worldbank.org/Z1M4AOWHK0 
• Omelicheva, Mariya Y. 2011. Natural Disasters: Triggers of Political Instability? 
International Interactions. Vol. 37. Pp. 441-465.  
• Oslender, Ulrich. 2008. Another History of Violence: The Production of 
“Geographies of Terror” in the Colombia’s Pacific Coast Region. Latin American 
Perspectives. Violence: Power, Force and Social Transformation. Vol. 35, No. 5. 
Pp. 77-102. 
• Pelling, Mark and Kathleen Dill. “Natural” Disasters as Catalysts of Political 
Action. Chatham House, ISP/NSC Briefing Paper 06/01. Pp. 4-6.  
• Pierre-Louise, Francois. 2011. Earthquakes, Nongovernmental Organizations, and 
Governance in Haiti. Journal of Black Studies. Vol. 42, No. 2, The Haiti 
Earthquake of 2010: The Politics of a Natural Disaster. Pp. 186-202.  
• Philip Nel and Marjolein Righarts. 2008. Natural Disasters and the risk of violent 
Civil Conflict. International Studies Quarterly. 52, No. 1. Pp. 159-185.  
• Ramínez Cuevas, Jesús. 2005. Repercusiones sociales y políticas del temblor de 
1985. Cuando los ciudadanos tomaron la ciudad en sus manos. Newspaper La 
Jornada. No. 403.  
• Renner, Michael and Zoë Chafe. 2007. Beyond Disasters. Creating Opportunities 
for Peace.  Worldwatch Report. 
• Rold, Ana C. 2014. The Politics Of Disaster Diplomacy. Diplomatic Courier, A 
Global Affairs Magazine. Pp. 6 
 — 28 — 
• Shieh, Shawn and Guosheng Deng. 2011. An Emerging Civil Society: The impact 
of the 2008 Sichuan Earthquake on Grass-Roots Associations in China. The China 
Journal. No. 65. Pp. 181-194. 
• Strömberg, David. 2007. Natural Disasters, Economic Development, and 
Humanitarian Aid. Journal of Economic Perspectives. Vol. 21, No. 3. Pp. 199-
222. 
• Syroka, Joanna and Richard Wilcox. 2006. Rethinking International Disaster Aid 
Finance. Journal of International Affairs. Vol. 59. No. 2. Pp. 197-214. 
• Teets, Jessica C. 2009. Post-Earthquake Relief and Reconstruction Efforts: The 
Emergence of Civil Social Society in China? The China Quarterly. No. 198. Pp. 
330-347.  
• Mexico Siglo XX. “Los Medios y el terremotos de 1985 en Cuidad de México”. 
Editorial Clío. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xhZqBDlgmyA 
 
Sources 
 
• Cámara de Diputados. Evolución y Estadísticas del Gasto Público Federal en 
México, 1980-2006. 
http://www.cefp.gob.mx/intr/edocumentos/pdf/cefp/cefp0492006.pdf 
• Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010. Cuestionario básico. Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística y Geografía.	  
http://www3.inegi.org.mx/sistemas/tabuladosbasicos/default.aspx?c=27302&s=est  
• Comisión Económica para América Latina y el Caribe – Sede Subregional en 
México. 1999. El terremoto de enero de 1999 en Colombia: Impacto 
socioeconomic del desastre en la zona del Eje Cafetero. 
http://www.cepal.org/publicaciones/xml/6/10136/colombia.pdf 
• Fundación Servivienda. http://www.fundacionservivienda.com/content/¿por-qué-
nosotros 
• International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. 
https://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-do/disaster-management/about-
disasters/definition-of-hazard/ 
• The World Bank Data. 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?page=2 
 — 29 — 
• United Nations department of Humanitarian Affairs. UNDRO Report, Mexico 
September 19th and 20th, 1985. http://reliefweb.int/report/mexico/mexico-
earthquake-sep-1985-undro-situation-reports-1-11 
• US Department of Interior. US Geological Survey. Seismicity of the Earth 1900–
2010 Mexico and Vicinity http://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2010/1083/f/ 
• The World Bank Data. 
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?page=2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
